A\ CULTURE or NATURE

URATORIAL
NTRODUCTION

Art {s not merely an imitation of the reality of nature, but fn truth a metaphysical
supplement to the reality of nature, placed alongside thereof for its conguest,

= Friedrich Mistzsche, The Sicth of Traged (1872)

The many great gardens of the world, of literature and poelry, of pafnting and musfc,
of religion and architecture, all make the point as clear as possible: The soul cannot
thrive in the absence of a garden, I you don't want paradize, you are not human; and

if you are pat human, pou don't have a sowl,
= Thomas Mora, Liopea C1516)

ature and cullure are often regargdad a5
dichotomous, & divide in Wastarn Culbure Ehat
hias its origins in ancient Greek philosophny,
where the Sophiats of [he labe Tth ang aary
fourth centuries BCE cast gphysis (Cnature™) oF gfisein (7 to
grow ") contra the concapl of nomaos (which correipias to
"social comnvention” or "cullura™) Qver tima, a strand of
this debate has morphed i6lo the g oing “nalurg varsus
nurture” argurment in (he fiskl of psychology - & guastion
that dives into the éonundrem of 'eman nature’, prabing
the gegres to wivich Bumare behayviour 5.9 pracisposition
determined by innate gualitias and sengtic make-up, s
ppposed to life exdparigncas and The ermprgnmant

Central o these discussions |5 the quastion of what

rmight, in the frst place, constitule ‘natire’. A smeey

of the discourses on nature in disciplines such as
philosophy, social and natural Sckencas, grvironmental
stucies, religious and spiritual texts. anthropology,
cultural studies, art and literatira reveal thase are varied
and -:-;:'-mesung concepbions of natura in Yestern and
Eastern Lhought, Mature has been conceived as o prssive "
bt bontilul resource to be harnessed, a musa for

artislic ereation, 3 land b be tillgd, an anvircnment bo

e safeguanded, a host of primal, animist spirits to be
appeased or accommodated, anda miystical life-force
that encompasses all living orgamnisms. Significantly, these
divargent views plvab on humankind's relationship wis-a-vis
nature and the natural warld, be it man being regarded as
an external agent who adopts a position of domination,
of an entity who co-axists as part of, and one with, nature.
It 5@ dymamic that has baen forged by noticns of power
ang control, aspecally during a time when - prior to the
surety offerad by modarn amenities - individuals had 1o
condront tha vaganss of nature and westher directiy, and
such an gppesitional approach has arguabdy privileged an

EIFr mas

instrumental walue of noture that helds awiy today, Yat the
dira affacts of ervironmental and climae changs in regant
decades underscore the urgent need to redress steBham
and Flawed assumptions that tha natural anvinsmment s

an infinitaly exploitable resource, v favour of & mons
hizlistss and sustainable relaticnship bor the Earth and

11% inbabibants.

Rather than regard Cullure and Mature as glamatrcally
cpposed or Bierarchically ardered, [he curatorial
imtroduction to the zone 'S Cuelture of Nature’ adopls a
more dialegic persgective on the connscton Beltwaen
theze two expansve Tields of inguing, White nature and
tha natural warld have been fecund subject matber inart
and throughaut ruch af art history, rature iteelf @nd the
enviromamant have bean relatively minor consldoratbions

in aesthetic thaary, By 1SCesing an-spaciflic works in

tha Singapare Blennale 2076, this beat olaces Fpﬂml
attention on e ‘sesiheticisaton of natura’, that Is, hurman
intervention into nature for the purposes of aasthatic

and artistic reasons - a ‘culturing of natura’ g5 it ware
Meseover, whila human meadiaticn or interferenca mio
nature may be driven by anthropacantric hubris or,
conversely, by benign mativations, the assthetic dimarsianr
has pergistently played a declsive rele in dakarmining our
aporeach towards - and by axtension, reatmant of - the
ratural world, In critiguing the divargent attitedes wa
hesdl towards mauntaing over marshas, fields over fens,
the acadamic and conservationist Rod Giblatt obeerves
that beautiful and pichuresqua landscapas have baen
unfallingly valorised over other tarrastrial foaturas such g
swamps and sloughs, evan though the lattar are agually

in need of Lrgent anvirgnmantal cansarvation. He wries,
i hat constitutes natura and how our relaticnship b5 06
worked out |5 ewanably couched in aasthate terms

In any discussion of nature, aesthetics usually raises ils



ugly head! What i= valued in nature 5 usually what pleases
sesthetically. Conversely. what displeases aesthebcally
is mot suatly valued culturaily ™

Whils mouniaing and jungles as emblematic of wilderness
untamed - nature as ‘natural’ - have been sowrces of
fascimation and sdmiration from afar, it s.the more gentesl
and ‘civilised” exprastians af nature that atford greater
and mare regular kumsn eoatset and interaction, and
equially, fadder far the imagination and ereativity, than
thelr unfettared brethien. in this regard, 1t maoy ba said
tnat the idea of the garden best epitomizes the notion

of & 'cultured nature” and ‘mature cultured” - or Qoing so
far as what ome book about gardening declarad in the
sibtifte: “nature perfacted”. Since ancient times and in
myriad workd cultures, the garden has been an enduring
and enthralling concapt, for beyond providing sylvan

Csanctuary, it has bean inestricably entwined to the idea of

-t

paradise and utopla. Within the Judeo-Christan tradition,
this i5 most indaliofy imaged as Eden, the biblical Gardan
of Paradise - at once a space of heavenly creation,

ruman downfall and redemption, and ultimately, a lacus
af parpebual lenging,. An ideal and an idealised nature,

the garden has been descrbed as humaniky's aktempt ta
fashion a “porfect garth®”

Critically, tha concention of the garden as a verdant ubopia
I5 far from the sole pravinee of the West, for the wond
ivaradize’ & derived from the Od Persian term "pairidaza’
which refass to s walled garden.® Records point te gardans
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in ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, Greece and Home, and the
Hanging Gardens of Babylon were renowned as one of the
Saven Wonders of the Ancient Workd indeed, more tham

a mare pleasura garden, some historians have specedated
that the actual Gardans of Babylan can be mapped enio
the copital at Minevak in FOO BCE - a massive ‘Gity garden’
construction by the Assyrian king Sennachaenb, mowhich
the urban design ol the city and its gardor went hand-m-
hand.? Singapore's much-heralded ‘garden gty sEalus thus
fimels aebees b e Mear East well coer 2,000 geary 344,

Frizm gardens revared as sacred spaces,; bo pakatial
gardens that proclaim power and ambition, to allockment
pardens as shared spaces of communal bonding, and
botanical gardens that are repositories of plant specimens,
the garden hias bean a space of the human imagination,
ritual and agancy. And whila the garden evokes o mithic,
timeless haven and the eternal yearning Lo return o
paradise. 1t s simullanecusly manifecsied I e clally =
Even prosaic - reality: i1 5 8 tangile utopia that responcis
to thye renl-lile conditions af weathes and surroundings,
and Tk eupreasian inirntinite terations and varlatbons,
Regardlocs of thair Inlendad function, scala or Aol
cantents for puraly racks, in the Zen garden), gardens

all share are trait: 'feur walls' and boundanes. By dint of
humat intervention, it s nature defined and confined,
arderad and organised. shaped and made. &s aesthetic
Bprpressians that canain art and the natural world.
gardent are displays of taste and cultural ethag, o much
sa that the typology of gardening siyles and dessgns
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often take thelr names ram cullural oF even naticnal
referents: French. Dutch, English, Japanese, Chinesa
aardans, and athers.

Wil bepand poerfarmiag as paradigms of & singular culture,
the gardan has alse been theorited and egardaed as an
entive woeld unto IEself, what post-structuralist Michal
Foucault reforred to as a heterotopia: a space of other
spaces: Dutlining varous princliles for @ heterotopic
space, Foucsult writes in the “third grinciglae:

The hetercotoma is capabale of juxtaposing in a

singie real place sevéral spaces, sevaral sites that ara
in Enemselvos incompatible. [Pletaps the aldest
example of these neterotopas that take the form of
conlradictory sites 18 the gardesn, We must nat forget
that In the Cinent the garden, an astonishing creatian
thiat is fow e theosand years old, had very deap and
sepemingly superimposed meanings, The traditicnal
garden of the Parsians was a sacied space that was
supnesed be bnng together insade its rectangle fowr
parts representing the four parts of the workd, with

o spoce still more sacred than the others that wens
likez & umbilicus, the navel of the world at its cenire
ithe baszen and water fownbain woere thered and all
this vegetatian of the garden was suppoled 10 come
logethar im this space, in this sart af mIcrocasm

[..1 Tme garden ks the smallast parcal of the world
and than it is tha lotality ol the warld *

I thia garden s a micig-rellaction of tha “tatality of tha
winrld”, than in the immarsiva installation of Chinge
artizt Creng Guayuan, ans sncaunters a warld that s a
reality rendered radically unfamiliar. Aninstalistion ol
twe octagonal glasshouses made up of mirrors; and sried
within the Chapel of the Singapare Arl Muséum, MNeah's

Wir WEs IE:I

Gardan If {2016 bcaley Lhe viewar inea Kalsdosoopic
emvironment, surrcundad By live and artificial plants
and prnmamenital stonas. Knowen in Chimesa tradition ac
"schinlars’ rocks”, thesa natirally ornate stores hawve lor
baen admired for thair aesthetic and Farmal gualities, a
are highly sought after by connaisseurs. But hara, pairt
in bright, vivid coloars, these schalars” racks — in tands
with the naturalistic-locking artificial plants - conjure w»
a bawildenng utopia that cemmingles the real, the surn
gid the unreasl

Mature is evoked once more ina mirrared reality in ha
outdoos installation at the Asan Civilisabons Museum E
Jigo ¥ingtao, The Uniky of N Monumeants {2015) compr
what thae artist calls “authentc fakas” - thin Bumbha,
guotidian stool is useally mass-produced and mace of
plasise, But in this case, the 100 stooly are-cast in walid
copper or carved whally from cyoress waod. Whila tha
interaciive, pubhc sculpiures by e artict are simukqoea
of their factory countarparts, as hand-craftad varsions
tram naturally occurning materials Gpood and matal), th
touch aonvissues of human labowur and the resadrces that
are drawn from the earth to produce the conveniences
abjects of madem life,

another work that calls upon @ resource hal s Eruly
extracted from the earth s Good Boy, Bad Boy (2010
Cheu Shik Hsiwng. Tns Deo ‘painbngs’ oring the ides of
painkmg tots most Fteral, and elegiac, epls: compeiss
patraleum sealed batween two layers of Perspax, the w
uttlisss a matorial rmellians ol veard in The making: Forme
from dead arganisms that lived in primordial swamps @
peaans, pebrodieum 44 Lhe loumsdation for Today™s moll-
bllion glaobal scononmy that runs on i, Hewevar the
exiraction, refining and combustion of oul are datriman
Ea the anvironmeant, ard like all natural resoorces, this



“black gold’ is fimita and evar-diminishing i0 supaly,
Humankind’s calbous trestrent of Yhe environmant and

its comsauences for [hie presaenl the future are aiso

the central oncerns of Singapare sculpiion's Han 34l For's
farehoaing installation, Black Forest JOTE = a grian reminces
that the sffects of deforestation in other localas can be

folt in Singapore's immediate environs, whare the slash-
ard-bBurn factics to claar Forests in Indonssia resull in the
naxious hiaze that has become an annuol, dreadod affas

Ima waorkd that wa have made préecarnsus By our
explaltation af natural rescurces. whak protestion mikht
we haye or need to face an uncertain futura? Parformansg
artist Chia Chuyia relurms o e gultural rocts fora
mataphorical answer. Kmitting the Sutire (2015, 2OEE)

s & dramatic, elengated drass Enitted from lesks, and
references this modest vagetable's significancein
Teochsyw culture as & fixture during The Thiness Mew Year
repnian dinnar becausa it is believed Lo bring waalth, An
agricultural crop cultivatad inmany places arcund the
widld, thie feek bacomes Doth the means and makerial

that conmect the artst back 1o the land, as hor performmg
body and the marth are mstaphancaly conjoined as
terrestrial sites inat need to be protecled

Cultivation and she cultivated alsc emerge as thames

n Patrcia Péera: Edstaguio's The Hoatars Enfer the
Woods (2016&), Centring an the motif of the orchid fowar,
thediptych sxplores the parmdodical connotatons of a
Nlpwer that 1 both an elusive prizg when discowered in
ihe wild, and & commen oublic attraction in betanical
and ornaméntal gordens. Extancivaly nufturad, tens of
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thogusands of archid hybricls exisl today, @ven as tha
arigingl, ‘authentls” wild species are endangered in
mature - & rartity that has fualled the phsession of
fipwer huntars

Ryan Villamael's delicate map-paper Scuipiures retum

the viewsr 1o the locus of tha gardan, This tme, the

wialks mre made of glass: sited i the musewn's second-

level Glass Porch, tho nstallation evikes (he greanbousa
A% a repasitory for flore that have baen cislacated fram
nativa ol whike the “plants’ howsad here are Incwions tnom
Philippane maps from differant historcal periods and tha
presant day that refiect tha varying peographital realitas
repdared By cartogranhers: Borrowcng s name from a Latin
torm, Locus Amoenus (0167 65 & pleasant and «dealised
‘yraen’ soace of safaty and comiesl, a cultured pasadise thak
it eow positicned within a museum of contemparary art

Ultimately, this mosl ‘pleazant place” ig a space of
oponceptual resonances, for Yillameel's greennouse
lnds am eche by way of another glass counferpark: the
prismatic, misrered Moah's Garden i by Deng Guoyuan,
I is curiously befitting and aot that the ol af the
Biennala's two ‘glass houses' can be mapped onlo

the wiry hieart of SAM: they both lie on the central axis
- the line of symmetry = of the Singepore Art Museem's
rmin Busldirng
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ATRICIA PEREZ

USTAQUIO

Hunters Enter the Woods, 2016
i wlumreium
B« N £ (estalied widie of dipgichi
Lareiom al tre Artit
apore Mensaie 2014 fowwieiion

atural bul manmede, eretic though
E|EQJ|"IT. andangaered yet ubiguitous
= the Chrohioaceae is a cuficuy
creature. Patricia Perez Fustaouio’s
Apiveh Sgizes wpon theambiguity and
crtradsctinns that characterise our attitude
Jwards the world - bath the manmades and
atural - throwdh the metaphor of the archid,
nd asks witat truly ligs beneath our quest
wiheunigua and the guthentic, even ax wa
gk 1o manipulate and replicate the covatad
gdural’ farm

b oyver 25,000 ipecies, orchids are one of
i L largest Families of Rlooming flowars,
i can be found i almost every éantinent
the world. Despide ity sEEMmIrkg prevalancy,
any species of orchids are natoriousty

ticult to find in the wild - an elusiveress

ik has spurrad the obsesdion of archid
inters, who breved mosquitg-infested

ngles, perilous cliffs and raging rivers in
sl of prized orey” ofben l'_1II|!|I Loy moet

IEh gruesome ands, IF such notions of the
Wi car Ty sugaestions of sexual conguest,
could partly accownt for why, 16 Fréudian
gary, Howers arg ragarded as roprasantabiva
femali genitalia and, In particular, virgenity.
ith their fleshy petaik, valupbuous Farms snd
&0 Colours, orchids afe underniably samsual
sorms, il Thore s a countarntultive gandar
it in Bhe name of the fiower: it 5 derives

im tha Graak ward arehis, meaning testicls

Woe treasured as rare botanical speEcimens,
zhids are now hia buziness In the global
rhicuilture Industr v, and papular attractiong
batanical gardens and fiower shows, Gaing
yond ‘nurtunng nalyne’, Botani=ts and
FEICUMURELs have axlendivedy cultivated and
mabrad the flowsr to produce more than
1,000 hybrids to date - ‘nature cultured’

it warg In Singapors, the fydbrid Vanda

ey Sl i Meogs o arlipl imiried e  Dhoingd SO0 IEL B0

Miss Joadquem orcihicl possasses a spacial
significance as the country s natienal fower,
and orchids play a rola In cultural diplomacy
and popular cultiere, as new hybrids am
mamied aftar visiting heads of states, ViPs
and caisbrities,

Echoing the myvoomarghic farm of the cechid,
Eustaquin’s pair of odd-shaped canvases
reflact sach gther on the bitaleral plane. The
shapas sre dbstracted from orchid bouguets,
buk the biomorphic forms aiso evoks
Harzschach inkklots and iland formations,
Renderad with hyper-roalist pracision. esch
pamnting hobds & close-up, enlarged image of
a parkicular grchid boom, and although the
paneis mirrar esch other in shage, thay turm
upon the not-always symmetrical relaticnship
bebvoren nature and culbere,

The 2l side is baded on the Pagfiooediion
fowelied, an andangered wild crchid

that grows within easy view bn the Singapors
Botanic Gardens” Orchid Garden, whara the
artist located the species. The adjolning
panad depicts an orchid Py that, enly
vary rFecanlly, was Bestowed wikh its afhoml
name A8 part of tha artwork commissioning
process, Eustaguio PRI For and acauired
thie rights: to nama thiz hybrid, which

gheE called "Winter Weddarburn®, ( The
albarnative nama was "SE201E7) The “Winter
Weddarburn™ referances g H,G. Wells story,
in which an archid collectar is killad by his
deadly, bloodsucking fioral possession in
Eustaouio’s words, " The story of Lhe archid
Isan interesting metaphor For the thrills and
dangers of discavery, of navigating through
the jungle of things, whether living or non-
||'l|“|-|'IE‘. o harg and -calEct that whichis
SUIANGE Of unigque."”" aTH
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Pakricia Perag Eustacnsa (b, 1877
b, the Philippines) 5 knawn far
b works it span el larant medls
ani daciplinss, lram paintings,
drawings and :-l:ulnh_'.l.rﬁ. o I'lihh;rr
decar and craft, Sha recencilas these
Irtermadiaryg formg Hmrﬂ. o
pagiaration al nalss st sirrpung
the iriegrity of nppoarancos and

the vanity af cojects images of
detritus, carcassas and diciy are
ek Ao G Mhe handnork

of @agney crofy and Fashion, thus
Mérming tha deparate guallties of
the mabgned and marginalised wilh
thie colabrnged and desired, Heer
by gl erfne their papirotions and
waraty, thesr “dosirs ta bo desires”
and provide commartsiry an fhe
canEtracts Gl degirahility” mod how 1
IFPkidEn G ife and culture ingenaral
In F3049, Eustaguss recaived the
Thirteen Articts Awarcs from tha
Cultural Cantor af the Philippine=
Angl im 2006 skhe had 5 sie-apocific
Enimimission at the Pala da Takyo
Im Faris She &bl o Marila,
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